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The Hulunbuir Grasslands 


he Quranic depiction of the sky and mountains is rich in depth and has 
T been interpreted through various lenses, with differing insights and 
meanings. In this article, I will explore the Quranic depiction of the 
mountains and sky and analyze how it has been understood from within the 
tradition by examining various exegetical perspectives. The inclusion of 
traditional exegetical reports can aid in reconstructing the earliest 
interpretations within the Muslim tradition, which, in the realm of Islamic 


cosmology, is known for its openness to various interpretations. 


What is Definitive and What is Speculative? 


in Islamic Texts 
Thubiat (Evidence level) Dalalah (Certainty in Masia Example/Description: 
Qat'i (Definitive) Qat' (Definitive) Authenticated evidence (tawatur) and 
certain in its meaning. 


An example would be the creedal pillar 
that there is an afterlife. 

Qat'i (Definitive) Dhanni (Speculative) Authenticated evidence but not certain in 
its meaning. All verses of the Quran are 
from a Mutawatir source, meaning they 

are (Qat'i), but not all are clear in 
interpretation. 


For example, the directive in [5:38] about 
amputating a thief's hand raises questions 
about its scope. 

Dhanni (Speculative) Qat' (Definitive) Not authenticated but certain in its 
meaning. Hadiths that are not categorized 
as Qat’T but have unambiguous meanings 
fall under this category. 


Gharib (==) hadith, where the report 
only has a single chain of transmission is 
an example. 
Dhanni (Speculative) Dhanni (Speculative) Not authenticated and not certain in its 
meaning. 


These are mostly Ahad (s\>1) hadith. They 
have weak chains of transmission and are 
very speculative. 


They do not create conviction even if the 
reporter is reliable due to probability of 
error. 


Matrix Showing Evidence-Meaning Certainty Possibilities 


When examining the certainty and interpretation of phrases, words, or 
passages in exegesis, it’s crucial to understand these four terms. While the 
Quran’s passages are definitive (Qat’1) in the category of Thubut as the 
passages are text is stable and well-transmitted, the meanings of specific 
verses, particularly those under scrutiny, are the Dhannt (speculative) 


aspects that are open to interpretation. 


When consulting tafsir works and reviewing exegetical insights from early 
scholars, it’s evident that many of the early statements of exegesis fall into 
categories 3 or 4 of the matrix. A sizable portion of these interpretations 
cannot be confidently traced back to the Prophet *, rather, they seem to be 


the views of the successors or companions themselves. 


Moreover, it’s worth noting that if an interpretative framework for a verse, passage 
or word is flawed, for instance, if it contradicts Quranic principles [the 
anthropocentric principle] or strays from the Arabic language — then the 


conclusions derived from such interpretations are invalid. 


To summarize this section 


1. The Quran contains verses of varying clarity, some explicit and others 
speculative. 


2. Scholars employ the terms Dhanni, Qat’1, Thubtt, and Dalalah when 


assessing the credibility of evidence and the meanings that it conveys. 


3. When examining early exegetical statements that deal with speculative 
matters, we often find them problematic in their reliability of Thubut; as 


they cannot always be directly attributed to the Prophet % 


4, Exegesis derived from flawed interpretative frameworks are not valid. 


3 Quranic Case Studies 


Evaluation #1: Passages About Pillars Upholding the (+=) 


He created the heavens without any 
visible support, and He placed firm 
mountains on the earth in case it 
should shake under you and He 
spread all kinds of animals around 
it. We sent down water from the 
sky, with which We made every 
kind of good plant grow on earth. 


QURAN, SURAH 31VERSE10 


Several verses mention pillars supporting the (++). In this analysis, I’ve 
chosen to focus specifically on 31:10 and explore its interpretation from 


within the traditional perspective. 


Interpretations of Quran 31:10 

To include verbatim quotations for every opinion on each of the three 
contentions would make the article excessively lengthy. Therefore, I 
will reference the sources and use inter-textual commentary between 
these sources on the passage and similar passages to derive conclusive 


points. 


Exegetical views of the following scholars referred to in the analysis: 


Al Mawardi (d. 1058 CE) 
Ibn Attiyah (d. 1147 CE) 
Al-Qurtubi (d. 1273 CE) 
Qadi Baydawi (d. 1319 CE) 
Ibn Juzayy (d. 1340 CE) 

Abu Hayyan (d. 1344 CE) 
Ibn Kathir (d. 1373 CE) 
Al-Biqa’i (d. 1480) 

Ibn Ashur (d. 1973) 
Wahbah al-Zuhayli (d. 2015) 


Lexicons/Poetry of the following linguists referred to in the 
analysis: 


Al-Raghib al-Isfahani, (d. 1108 CE) 
Abu Qays Muhammad Rasheed (Living) 


Regarding the Pillars in the Sky: 


1. The word (~¢) has some of the following meanings in Arabic: 
A) The support of a structure 
B) Something you or something relies upon 


C) An open metaphor for various matters related to strength or 
reliability 


2. The interpretation of the verse “He created the heavens without any pillars 
that you can see” is discussed in terms of whether there are invisible pillars 


or not (debate exists among exegetes over this speculative matter). 


3. As for the smaller opinion that argues for invisible pillars, there is no 
mention of what these pillars actually are. It is not known whether they are 
metaphysical supports or physical supports which cannot be detected by 


the senses. 


4. The difference of opinion arises from a grammatical nuance, whether it 
should be considered in the genitive case (indicating the possibility of 
invisible pillars) or in the accusative case (indicating the absence of any 


pillar). 


5. The accusative case view, where there are no pillars, is the majority 
opinions among the exegetes. 


6. Contemporary exegetes mention that the heavens being created without 
pillars is a manifestation of Allah’s power and might. This is because the 
lofty heavens would exist without any supporting structures to hold them 
up. At that time, it was understood that the (st) was some form of 


structure, and like every structure, it would require foundational support. 


This understanding stemmed from anthropocentric views, prevalent at the 
time. Such a concept would have been provocative to the minds of many, 
who might have been puzzled to hear that the largest celestial structure, the 


heavens, lacked supporting pillars. 


7. Contemporary exegetes also assert that ‘heavens’ (samawat) can be 
understood in multiple ways. The first interpretation is that it refers to the 
‘blue sky’ above us where the clouds are located, this is called the lower sky. 
The second interpretation is that it pertains to the realm where the stars 


exist and encompasses everything that surrounds us (the upper sky). 


The Arabs understood that the stars were not within the clouds but beyond 
them. The latter interpretation is considered in line with the meaning of the 
verse according to exegetes, this is also because (++) can mean either lower 


or upper sky. 


8. Exegetes have noted that this verse indicates Allah created not only the 
visible heavens (lower sky) but also what lies beyond our perception, all 
without the need for pillars to support them(referring to the celestial 


structure of the entire universe). 


Regarding the Mountains: 


1. The words (Js) and (4)) has the some of the following meanings: 
A) Literal Mountains [sturdy, fixed, anchored] 
B) Adjective/metaphor for various things 


C) A creation/formation 


2. Many classical exegetes believed that mountains were created to 
prevent the earth from shaking. Many of these interpretations can be 
traced back to the commentary of early tafsir authorities in the tradition, 
such as Qatadah, among others. They believed that the Earth was once 


smooth, and mountains were placed upon it to stabilize it. 


3. Based on the language used, “lest it sway with you”, it was understood in 
two ways: one interpretation suggests it stabilizes the surface of the Earth 
where humans live (what is apparent) to prevent humans from shaking, 
and the other implies that it stabilizes the entire Earth as a whole. 
Although none of these interpretations can be traced back to the Prophet 


= in an authentic manner, the difference of opinion is interesting. 


4. Some Contemporary exegetes mention that the roles mountains play in 
stabilizing the Earth’s surface is not yet entirely known. It is important to 
know that there is a distinction between stating that they stabilize the 
surface vs the Earth as a whole. If we were to assume that the earlier 
opinions were referring to the Earth as a whole, then it would seem to 


contradict the current consensus within the field of geology. 


5. In the field of geology, there is the theory of isostasy, and some recent 
studies have discussed the role of mountains in preventing the ground 
from shaking during earthquakes. However, other studies suggest that 
while mountains can mitigate earthquakes in certain areas by redirecting 
stress, this redirection can also lead to earthquakes occurring in other 
regions. Given the current lack of definitive data, the most prudent 
approach would be to maintain a stance of Tawdaqquf (suspension of 


judgment). 


6. At the same time, there seems to be an internal clash if one was to 
assume mountains completely prevent earthquakes. In the actual 
Quranic text, there are instances of nations like Thamud, who carved 
their dwellings into the rocks of mountains, experiencing earthquakes as 
a punishment. How can such events occur if the entire Earth was 
fastened with mountains, designed by Allah to be completely prevent the 


ground from shaking in the first place? 


7. Contemporary exegetes also state that the passage can be understood to 
be talking about how mountains are exceptionally sturdy and not 
significantly affected by human activities, such as climbing, habitation, 
or travelling, in contrast to non-mountainous land that could be affected 


by such activity. 


8. Classical Arabic poetry often used mountains, the sky, and stars as 
symbolic references. In the context of this verse, it is evident that the 


blessings of travel are being discussed. The absence of these natural 


markers, which Arabs Bedouins used for navigation, would be 
catastrophic for travellers who rely on them [refer to 16:16]. Without 
these guides, the earth would appear shaken and lost to such a traveller. 
The poets conveyed that if the stars and mountains were not anchored in 
their places, that it would seem as though both the sky and the earth had 
shaken and swayed from beneath them. The passage, ending with ‘so that 
you may find your way, reinforces this interpretation, suggesting that the 
mountains are being referenced in relation to the blessing of travel. For 


more information watch: Link 


. Contemporary exegetes emphasize the anthropocentric principle and 
highlight key points from various earlier commentaries. They state that 
the mention of mountains in this verse is in the context of a general 
blessing, (not just specific to travel), appealing to the anthropocentric 
views of Arabs who lived nearby and benefited from them in various 
ways. Mountains provided sources of water, vegetation, herbs, flowers, 
building materials, safety from environmental factors, wartime refuge, 
pathways, and various other benefits. The key takeaway being that the 
mountains were made firm, lofty, sturdy and beneficial as a mercy from 
Allah. 


Evaluation #2: Passages About Pieces (14-5) of the Sky/Heaven (++) 


» SOuiran Surah 26:187% 


But in Case you are speaking the truth, @* 


then make a segment of the sky to fall is 


upon us," 


A 


Several verses mention the (++) having (4S) . In this analysis, I’ve chosen 


to focus specifically on 26:187 and explore its interpretation from within the 


traditional perspective. 


Here are some other verses that are very similar to 26:187 : 


“Have they not then seen all that surrounds them of the heavens and the earth? If 


We willed, We could cause the earth to swallow them up, or cause ‘deadly’ pieces 
of the sky to fall upon them. Surely in this is a sign for every servant who turns ‘to 
Allah’.” 


- Saba, verse 9 


“Tf they were to see a ‘deadly’ piece of the sky fall down ‘upon them’, still they 


would say, “This ts just’ a pile of clouds. 


- At-Tur, verse 44 


“They challenge ‘the Prophet’, “We will never believe in you until you cause a 


spring to gush forth from the earth for us, or until you have a garden of palm trees 


and vineyards, and cause rivers to flow abundantly in it, or cause the sky to fall 
upon us in pieces, as you have claimed, or bring Allah and the angels before us, 
face to face.....” 


- Al-Isra, verses 90-93 


Also, you are only a human being like us, and we think you are indeed a liar. So 
cause ‘deadly’ pieces of the sky to fall upon us, if what you say is true.” 
- Ash-Shu’ara, verses 186-187 


Exegetical views of the following scholars referred to in the analysis: 


Al Mawardi (d. 1058 CE) 
Al-Baghawi (d. 1122 CE) 

Fakhr al-Din al-Razi (d.1210 CE) 
Al-Tji (d. 1355 CE) 

Ibn Kathir (d. 1373 CE) 
Al-Biga’t (d. 1480) 

Ibn Ashur (d. 1973) 

Wahbah al-Zuhayli (d. 2015) 


Regarding the Pieces of the Sky: 


1. Many exegetes believed that the “samawat” could fall, but the exact 
understanding of what they meant by this can not be definitively known. 


The meaning of “samawat’ and what can emerge from it is ambiguous. 


2. There are two narratives in these verses. The first is about the 
punishment of the Ashab al-Aykah, and the second is when the Samawat 
(sky/heavens) will be split apart and become red before the Day of 


Judgment, as depicted in Surah Rahman verse 37: 


“How horrible will it be’ when the heavens will split apart, becoming rose-red like 
‘burnt’ oil!” — 55:37 


55:37 might be referring to a rift in the sky 


3. Two prophets were challenged by their people to bring upon them pieces 
of the sky to fall upon them. These two prophets were Shuaib AS and 
Muhammad *% 


4, The punishment that befell the people of Shuaib was a dark cloud under 
which they sought refuge to escape from various afflictions, but the cloud 
consumed them with an intense fire of rain. In the exegetical tradition, 
anyone who has explained what the punishment of 26:189 was has concurred 
this and there is no difference of opinion in the exegetical tradition 


regarding this. 


5. There are three interpretations of (cleull (Ws), 

Al-Suddi (d. 745 CE) interpretated it as punishment based on poetry. 
Dhaahak (d. 724 CE) interpretated it as the side of the sky. 

Qatadah (d. 735 CE) interpretated it as a piece of the sky. 


6. If the people of Aykah, who were mentioned in 26:187-189, were indeed 
punished by fire from the sky, it demonstrates that the interpretation of 
their words “cleull (4 lS” was punishment. The punishment of fiery rain also 
demonstrates that the sky doesn’t need to be solid and literally fall upon 


them in pieces, contrary to the apparent reading of the text. 


7. In Arabic, when referring to “pieces of the sky”, it doesn’t necessitate that 
the physical sky is made up of physical composite pieces. Phenomena 


observed in the sky, like clouds or celestial bodies, can be considered “parts 


or “pieces” of the the sky. 


8. Contemporary exegetes have pointed out that the punishment that can 
come from above does not need to be only a fire from the sky; the term 
“samawat”’ can encompass various meanings, and various forms of 
punishment can emerge from it. This includes the blast of sound that killed 
the people of Hud, the rain that flooded Nuh’s people, hail and lightning 
(according to 24:43), and many other forms of punishment that can come 


from above. 


9. The samawat can also be sent down on people, as mentioned in 11:52 and 
71:11, as metaphor for rain. The term sama can mean rain and rain can be 
considered a metonymy for blessing, this is [GWUS!| Ju si], This is evident 


from various dictionary entries [1,2,3], Safaitic inscriptions and from the 


Quran itself. 


Evaluation #3: Passages About Descending/Cast Mountains 


And He placed on it [i.e., the earth] firmly set mountains over its surface, and He blessed it 


and determined therein its [creatures'] sustenance in four days without distinction ' . for 


[the information of] those who ask. 


Exegetical views of the following scholars referred to in the analysis: 


Tabari (D. 923 CE) 

Fakhr al-Din al-Razi (d.1210 CE) 
Ibn Kathir (d. 1373 CE) 

Al-Alusi (d. 1854) 

Wahbah al-Zuhayli (d. 2015) 


Regarding the Mountains From Above and Being Cast: 


—_— 


. The earliest interpretations of this passage cannot be reliably traced back 


to the Prophet *, and there are numerous Isra’iliyat reports attributed to 
the Prophet @ that state the mountains were created on Earth on 
Tuesday. Abdullah bin Salam, a Jewish convert to Islam, also stated that 


Allah created the mountains on Earth on a Tuesday. 


. The speculative views that would state the mountains were placed ontop 


of Earth literally, would contradict the current geological knowledge of 


how they were formed. 


. Some classical exegetes explained the meaning of [15:19],“And We cast 


therein firm mountains,’ by stating that the word (\Gall) in the verse does 
not mean placed or cast down but created or made. The meaning of the 
verse being that Allah created mountains in [Earth], that are firm and 


stable, rooted into the earth. 


. Some classical exegetes explained the meaning of [41:10], 


“And He placed in it mountains from above it...,” as Allah creating 
mountains as fixtures on the earth’s surface, providing stability from 


above the surface. 


. Some classical exegetes have interpreted the phrase (‘4 34 c«) to mean 


that the mountains were intentionally created elevated on the Earth’s 
surface, rather than being hidden or embedded beneath it. This was 
intentional, to make the sight of the lofty mountains serve as a source of 


contemplation. 


. Some classical exegetes have discussed the inclusion of the phrase (# u- 


(8) in this verse, contrasting it with other verses like 77:27 or 13:3. One of 
the classical interpretations posits that this phrasing is to emphasize 
divine power. Had the mountains been beneath the earth, it would have 
implied that they are pillars responsible for holding the earth from 
descending/collapsing. However, Allah created the weighty mountains 
on top of the earth, so humans can clearly observe that both the earth 
and the mountains are heavy entities upon one another. This would 
provoke the question "what supports them both?" and the answer would 


be Allah's power and sustenance. 


This article was intended to serve as a valuable resource for future research 


and synthesis on the subject of the Quran’s portrayal of mountains and skies. 


